We performed magnetic resonance imaging on sixty-seven individuals who had never had lowback pain, sciatica, or neurogenic claudication. The scans were interpreted independently by three neuroradiologists who had no knowledge about the presence or absence of clinical symptoms in the subjects. About one-third of the subjects were found to have a substantial abnormality.
Of those who were less than sixty years old, 20 per cent had a herniated nucleus pulposus and one had spinal stenosis.
In the group that was sixty years old or older, the findings were abnormal on about 57 per cent of the scans: 36 per cent of the subjects had a or three of fourteen), whereas all but one of the subjects who were less than sixty years old and had an abnormality had a herniated disc. Figure 2 shows a magnetic resonance image of a thirtythree-year-old subject who never had back pain. All three interpreters thought that the scan showed a substantially herniated disc between the fifth lumbar and first sacral vertebrae.
Most of the herniated discs were between the fourth and fifth lumbar or the fifth lumbar and first sacral levels (Fig. 3) . At least one bulging disc was seen in about 54 per cent (nineteen) of thirty-five subjects who were less than sixty years old and in 79 per cent (eleven) of the fourteen subjects who were sixty years old or older.
Similarly, at least one degenerated disc was noted in 34 per cent (twelve) of the thirty-five subjects in the youngest group and in all but one of the subjects in the oldest group (Fig. 4) . In the subjects who were less than sixty years old, the degeneration involved an average of two levels, whereas in each of the subjects who were sixty years old or older, it involved an average of three levels. Approximately half of the degenerated discs also bulged, and this prevalence did not vary with age. In contrast, the proportion of bulging discs that were also degenerated increased from about one-third in the subjects who were less than sixty years old to about twothirds in the older group. 
